INTRODUCTION
In German geography it was not until the end of the 1990s that the first contributions of authors taking up the critical geopolitics approach started to appear. Notwithstanding its somewhat belated reception, its critical thrust made it a most welcome vehicle for exploring a wide spectrum of themes in the field of political geography, ranging from 'banal nationalism' and the linguistic regionalisation of East and West in the aftermath of the
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German reunification to the analysis of representations of an increasingly malleable 'Europe' in political speeches or the media. While empirically critical geopolitics fell on fertile ground, the past few years have shown growing unease with the conceptual foundations of critical geopolitics among German geographers. The majority of publications in which this unease has been voiced are still in German. While this fact does not compromise their pertinence, they remain inaccessible to a mostly English-speaking audience.
In this short paper we would like to review the German reception of critical geopolitics and highlight central lines of the German critique for an international audience. We depart from an assessment of the empirical impact of critical geopolitics on German political geography and subsequently focus on major critiques of conceptual inconsistencies and incommensurabilities of epistemologies as they appear in critical geopolitics writing. Building on this critique, we map out three main conceptual paths which have gained prominence in the German scientific community as potential avenues for further theoretical development of the concept of critical geopolitics: poststructuralism, postcolonialism and systems theory.
EMPIRICAL VERVE: THE REINVIGORATION OF GERMAN POLITICAL GEOGRAPHY
As late as in 1997, the situation of German political geography was assessed in bleak terms: political geographers painted a picture of the academic atrophy of a discipline which was empirically and conceptually discredited and had been reduced to a state of insignificance. 2 Although listed as one of the principal sub-disciplines of human geography in numerous systematisations of human geography, 3 political geography had become the poor cousin of human geography after World War II. It was especially the stigma of geopolitics which loomed large as a historical burden for political geography. This stigma manifested itself in caveats to using the term 'geopolitics', or German Geopolitik, which, even in the English literature, had come to be associated with the academic rubber-stamping or even legitimisation of warmongering in Nazi Germany. 4 In view of this delicate historical baggage, German political geographers had long been reluctant to engage with anything redolent of geopolitics. This reluctance especially applied to the analysis of processes at the global scale and resulted in the unwillingness to deal with anything political in the critical sense of the term, accompanied by an indulgence into what Michel Foucault could have called 'happy positivism'. 5 Within this positivist paradigm, German political geography had been dissociated and purged from geopolitical reminiscences and an artificial dividing line had been drawn between an unscientific, ideological geopolitics and a supposedly scientific, objective political geography. 6 It was not until the 1980s that a group of young German geographers began to engage critically with the establishment and the role of Germanlanguage political geography in the context of colonialism, imperialism and National Socialism, thereby paving the ground for a revitalisation of political geographical inquiry which could overcome the trappings of the positivist paradigm. While not being critical in the exact sense of critical geopolitics, these early works of authors like Henning Heske, Mechthild Rössler and Hans-Dietrich Schultz latently drew on elements of a constructivist epistemology to unravel political geography, its geo-deterministic thinking and Volk-und-Raum rhetoric as a historically contingent discipline with specific discursive framings. Examining political geographical publications stemming from the time of National Socialism, authors highlighted the extent to which protagonists achieved the linguistic coupling of 'Volk und Raum' in what would only later become known as 'writing space' in critical geopolitics. 7 A second current emerged from conflict-oriented political geographical research as it was prominently proposed by Jürgen Oßenbrügge. 8 Linking up with actor and agency theories, conflict-oriented approaches moved to incorporate the geographical imaginations and representations of political actors into the reconstruction of spatial conflicts from a social constructionist perspective. 9 It was this second current which drew close to many key tenets of critical geopolitics and, by and large, prepared the academic stage for its entry into German political geography.
When the stigmatisation of geopolitics in German political geography eventually began to crumble in the early 1990s, the search for a 'new' or 'alternative' geopolitics was initially propelled by what was perceived as incisive changes affecting space-time. These new realities necessitated a different geopolitics -a geopolitics with a new empirical focus on promoting peace and global justice. Methodologically, this new geopolitics resembled the Anglophone critical geopolitics in its focus on actors and its intent to unmask how geopolitical arguments serve as the legitimisation of political aims. 10 It was only at the end of the 1990s, however, that critical geopolitics started to be dealt with in an explicit fashion by a younger generation of German geographers and finally kicked in to break the deadlock political geography had been caught in.
11 Its constructivist cut provided a wholly new way of looking at a previously outlawed discipline and triggered a wave of contributions setting out to critically interrogate the social construction of space and the political effects associated with it. While not explicitly referencing the intellectual antecedents of the 1980s and early 1990s, it was only through this initial groundwork that critical geopolitics found a fertile discursive environment in which its key ideas were able to thrive.
Empirically, critical geopolitics proved to be highly attractive. This is evidenced by the large number of publications which quoted critical geopolitics
Looking from the Outside in at Critical Geopolitics 461 as a major conceptual influence and dealt with themes like the oriental representation of Turkey in German foreign policy and the inscription of occidental exclusion and geopolitical superiority through hegemonic discourse, 12 or the plans for peace in Bosnia-Hercegovina in which narratives of national territories were spun mainly along ethnic lines, thus excluding alternative ways of imagining nations. 13 Authors have pondered over the construction of geopolitical imaginations of different shapes of Europe in Germany and the emergence of geopolitical Leitbilder (visions) in the context of the EU enlargement debate.
14 A themed issue of Geographische Rundschau, the German equivalent to the Journal of Geography, made accessible the core ideas of critical geopolitics to a broad audience, with empirical examples ranging from the clash of civilisations after 9/11 to geographical imaginations of the Balkans. 15 In the same vein, critical geopolitics continued the tradition of critical engagement with key figures in the history of German geopolitics like Karl Haushofer. 16 While critical geopolitics has always been embraced with open arms empirically, recent years have seen rising dissatisfaction with some of its conceptual foundations. Critique has primarily been articulated along conceptual fault lines that have gained prominence in theoretical debates within German human geography but less so in Anglophone human geography and thus follows a rather unique trajectory. Since the advent of critical geopolitics coincided with a conceptual push towards action and agency orientation in German human geography, 17 critical geopolitics was sucked into the maelstrom of debates unfurling around the contraposition of agency versus structuralist and poststructuralist approaches. These conceptual arguments provide the backdrop and frame within which critiques of the critical geopolitics approach have developed. 18 In the following sections we would like to introduce this critique and point out how different authors have attempted to overcome the perceived conceptual shortcomings of critical geopolitics.
CONCEPTUAL DOUBTS: THEORETICAL INCONSISTENCIES IN THE CRITICAL GEOPOLITICS APPROACH
The conceptual heterogeneity of critical geopolitics is one of the key issues that have triggered debates in the German-speaking context. This heterogeneity is perceived as engendering several theoretical inconsistencies. 19 Critics highlight
• that critical geopolitics amalgamates elements of different epistemological approaches to social theory, • that due to the different basic assumptions of these approaches the elements taken from them are only partially commensurable and, in fact, prove to be contradictory in some areas,
• that key terms of these epistemological approaches have been diluted in the course of their import into critical geopolitics and are therefore used in an incoherent way, • and that in general there is a certain prevalence of empirical case studies at the expense of a conceptual reflection of major theoretical assumptions, inconsistencies and paradoxes in critical geopolitics.
A central argument of this critique focuses on the kind of problems that arise from the combination of modern and postmodern theoretical approaches. Several programmatic publications in the early to mid-1990s distinguish (among other things) between two conceptual perspectives of critical geopolitics: for one thing they attempt to understand the role of geopolitical actors and for another they look at the significance of geographical and/or geopolitical representations in the narratives of these actors. Implicitly underlying the first perspective are conceptual approaches which deal with individual and/or collective agency, whereas the second perspective aims at a deconstruction of geopolitical representations, imaginations and 'discourses' by drawing on the more linguistic, poststructuralist approaches of Foucault or Derrida. This, now, results in several complications. In many of the writings of critical geopolitics, the concept of the actor, be it as 'political elites' or 'intellectuals of statecraft', is not explicitly explored and theorised. When talking of actors that exercise power in the field of geopolitics and pursue certain strategies by deploying geopolitical representations, this sometimes implicates a rather essentialist concept of political agency not dissimilar to certain concepts found in political science. Other studies employ a concept of agency much in the sense of methodological individualism, which is propagated by modern agency theories. This is the case when critical geopolitical analysis focuses on actors of high historic or contemporary significance in the field of geopolitics and discusses their geopolitical imaginations. Even though this latter kind of reconstruction is far more indebted to a constructivist paradigm than the former, both of them have in common that they do not question the acting subject and its structural constraints as a major conceptual building block.
Framing actors in this particular way has certainly contributed significantly to the success of critical geopolitics, for it allows an approach to the scientific reconstruction of conflicts about space and power that is close to the everyday meta-narrative of the crucial role of 'individuals (e.g., as key actors) in a democratic society' which permeates late modern society. The actor orientation of such kinds of writing within critical geopolitics, for example in the form of the much-cited 'intellectuals of statecraft', offers an analytical frame which, implicitly, is compatible with the storylines of strategic acting in foreign politics that have come to dominate public media and public opinion. Some authors, for example, highlight discourses as strategic rhetorical resources which can be 'capitalised on' in the pursuit of certain goals and in this context distinguish between more and less conducive discourses. 20 Others ask how narratives which rendered sugar supply an issue of national security were employed by elites to further their interests in providing support to Florida's sugar-producing industry 21 or examine how the speech acts of elites constitute security problems in the first place.
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This compatibility with societal self-representation, however, suffers from a crucial drawback: it projects the societal blind spot right into the eye of the academic beholder. Actors who act according to principles of some 'bounded rationality' are pre-given as constitutive elements of society in this kind of scientific reconstruction and while the assumption that they are driven by a maximisation of their utility constitutes a plausible convention, it is nothing more than that: a normative assumption which epistemologically defies verification.
Another aspect further adds to this epistemological confusion: in the recourse on discourse theoretical elements, critical geopolitics introduces a concept of the actor/subject which, owing much to the work of Foucault, has little in common with the concepts of agency theories. This confusion arises from the fact that critical geopolitics not only aims at reconstructing the strategic goals and interests of actors but also focuses on the analysis of the geopolitical representations employed to this end. In so doing it draws on fragments of a discourse analysis inspired by poststructuralist theories which collides with classic actor and agency concepts. In Foucault's work we find a completely different, more linguistic concept, not of the self-identical actor, whose a priori existence is rejected, but of a subject dissolved into multiple discursive positions. This fundamental ontological and epistemological differentiation becomes rather blurred in a considerable number of writings in critical geopolitics. In pieces that see their mission as deconstructing the ways in which political elites have depicted and represented places in their exercise of power, 23 the classic agency perspective constitutes the conceptual backbone on which the deconstruction of geopolitical representations has been superimposed to a certain degree. Against this background the concern that 'empirical propinquity to the everyday (empirische Anschlussfähigkeit) . . . is preferred over terminological accuracy (Tiefenschärfe)' 24 might be seen as holding true for a number of studies which figure under the label of critical geopolitics.
A final critical issue is intimately connected to the wider context of the genesis and development of critical geopolitics. Especially the early works at the beginning of the 1990s can be subsumed under the broader heading of critical theory or social constructionism. Consequently, the majority of critical geopolitics writing, at least implicitly, has adopted a political standpoint: it is based on a leftist, critical position. This kind of positioning conflicts with the epistemological and normative assumptions of a poststructuralist concept of deconstruction as it was pioneered by Derrida. 25 Deconstruction in its intrinsic sense precludes positioning of any kind; instead, it advocates a mode of thinking in differences which postulates contradictions and unconditional openness as constitutive elements of societal processes of communication and structuration. If judged against this radical conceptual origin, critical geopolitics employs a rather diluted, eclectic concept of deconstruction which often stands in for the analytical process of unravelling or disclosing the geopolitical scripts and imaginations of certain actors. 26 For the sake of conceptual consistency, the majority of studies should therefore more adequately be called (interpretative-hermeneutic) reconstructions which (often implicitly) happen from a specific, fixed position. 27 While these reconstructions would, on the one hand, constitute a critique of geopolitics, they are, at the same time, just a different form of what they try to criticise -geopolitics. In his doctoral dissertation on critical geopolitics and spatial semantics Redepenning therefore concludes that critical geopolitics is caught in a conceptual dilemma. It is faced with the impossibility (Unentscheidbarkeit) to reconcile the theoretical pretence at avoiding closure with the factual, empirical closure which lies at the heart of the programmatic core of critical geopolitics. This impossibility, however, is veiled and rendered invisible through the terminological obfuscation 28 of epistemological approaches and the recourse on ethics.
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For Redepenning these two strategies, obfuscation and re-introduction of ethics, are employed to gloss over the fundamental paradox upon which critical geopolitics theory is built and which prompts it to perpetually oscillate between competing demands without being able to fulfil any of them.
WAYS FORWARD? CONCEPTUAL PATHWAYS FROM A GERMAN PERSPECTIVE
In the German-speaking academic community, several of the critiques presented in the previous section have sparked discussions on the perspectives for the further development of the conceptual and methodological frame of critical geopolitics. Three main avenues have been opened up which, while sharing similar concerns, differ in their theoretical approach to critical geopolitics: poststructuralism, postcolonialism and sociological systems theory. In the following we would like to briefly and, inevitably, in a simplified fashion sketch the key propositions voiced in these debates.
Poststructuralism: Re-Thinking the Actor/Subject
Further conceptual alignment with poststructuralist ideas has been identified as one of the most promising paths for critical geopolitics theory-building. 30 Although critical geopolitics has been addressed as a poststructuralist enterprise Looking from the Outside in at Critical Geopolitics 465 from the beginning, 31 many German geographers would probably find some truth in Neil Smith's dictum that 'reduced to formulaic propositions, it is ironic that poststructuralism actually tempts a reformed positivism'.
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Much of the German conceptual engagement hinges on the concepts of discourse and discourse analysis and departs from readings of authors like Foucault which differ from those readings commonly found in Anglophone critical geopolitics.
The position of the actor/subject in discourses is a question that has attracted significant attention. Drawing mainly on the early work of Foucault's archaeology, German authors have sought to foreground the structuralist tinges of Foucault's work in deliberate contrast to the actor-based approach in critical geopolitics. Poststructuralism concurs with structuralism in that the subject is produced through discourse and does not stand outside of it; subjectivity is not a condition but an effect of discourse. 33 . Thus, Foucault sees subjects as products, not as producers of discourses proposing that man is 'erased, like a face drawn in sand at the edge of the sea'. 34 In this perspective, discourses cannot be appropriated as strategic resources by actors pursuing certain aims. Rather, they constitute the structuring elements of our thinking on the basis of which we act, on the basis of which agency can be conceptualised in the first place. 35 The move away from the actor and towards the subject must have implications for the methodology of critical geopolitics. So far, critical geopolitics has been the domain of interpretative-hermeneutic methods as they are applied in qualitative social research. The firm conviction that the analysis of discourse can not be done with interpretative-hermeneutic approaches alone but necessitates new methodological approaches has prompted German geographers to explore a set of methodologies which move away from traditional textual analysis to various new forms of poststructuralist discourse analysis which concentrate on the development, change and competition in discursive structures. Poststructuralist analysis highlights the processes and mechanisms of the construction and alteration of meaning rather than meaning itself, the heterogeneity and contingency of discourses and their instability. 36 While the analytical focus on processes and mechanisms sidesteps individual agency as regards the content of analysis, it is important to note that the individual is almost necessarily re-introduced as the interpreting mind in the process of analysis. Attempts to do away with the interpreting researcher have resulted in methods such as lexicometrical statistics, developed by Michel Pêcheux at St. Cloud, which through the use of computers and mathematical modelling sought to construct a non-interpretative methodology. 37 This method, based on corpus linguistics, was emulated in a recent study of geopolitical discourses in German print-media post-9/11 in which a numeric count of the temporal occurrence of keywords such as 'geopolitics', 'clash of civilisations' or 'rogue state' was carried out. While such an approach seemed to reflect some of the key tenets of a Foucauldian discourse analysis particularly well, it showed serious limitations when text samples were analysed individually: it seemed obvious to the interpreting researcher that some samples epitomised a certain discourse despite the absence of pertinent keywords which had been assigned as key signifiers to this discourse. 38 Future years will see the completion of a number of research projects devoted to this line of inquiry, which attempt to further address the methodological challenges posed by a poststructuralist epistemology. 39 Postcolonialism: Positionality and Normativity A second prominent line marries the radical impetus of critical geopolitics with that of postcolonialism. The postcolonial critique of critical geopolitics as it has been articulated in Germany concentrates on three aspects: First, it opposes the certainty and superiority with which some critical geopolitical deconstruction work proceeds to expose the hidden geographical assumptions of geopolitical discourses replacing old meta-narratives with new ones. Second, and as consequence of the first aspect, it argues for the introduction of positionality and thus for the explicit acknowledgement of the political nature of doing geography. Finally, it affirms that critical geopolitics must be a multi-scalar discipline and as such would be ill-advised to concentrate on global processes while neglecting the situatedness of geopolitical identities at the local level.
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In this vein, postcolonialism is not only tightly wedded to poststructuralism, it also fuses with feminism and Marxism. In a postcolonialist approach, the drawing of boundaries between own space and other space is regarded as the decisive moment of geopolitical discourse. Not dissimilar to the tenets of structuralist thought, a postcolonial geopolitics would interrogate the binary oppositions and closures upon which geopolitical identities are built and seek to examine the disciplining and regulatory effects of these closures. 41 The aim of a postcolonial geopolitics consists not only in identifying the neocolonial codifications undergirding geopolitical imaginations but also in vigorously opposing dichotomous thinking. It makes the attempt to substitute the homogeneous 'us' with a stance that accepts difference instead of collapsing it. Julia Lossau cautions, however, against privileging this universalistic, abstract pretence at promoting difference over the concrete pinpointing of marginality. She argues that it is only by grounding critical geopolitical analysis in the politically and culturally situated narratives of subaltern identities that a postcolonial geopolitics can live up to its ambitions. In so doing, a postcolonial geopolitics must strive to constantly question its own inevitable closures by acknowledging and problematising the speaker position from which it renders its analysis.
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Systems Theory: The Function of Spatial Semantics Primarily drawing on Niklas Luhmann's systems theoretical thinking and on its specific terminology, Marc Redepenning proposes the concept of spatial semantics to accommodate several of the inconsistencies addressed in the previous section. 43 He conceptualises space as the distinction between here and there, as a certain mode of observation which, through processes of constant reiteration in society, is transformed into a kind of semantics or naturalised object that has been cut off from its societal and, therefore, relational origins. Instead of focussing on the content and on unravelling the arbitrariness of these fixations, as has been one of the mainstays of critical geopolitics, a systems theoretical approach concentrates on the social and societal function of the closures achieved through spatial semantics. Redepenning maintains that spatial semantics serves as a taken-for-granted coping strategy in the face of permanently increased levels of uncertainty in society. Spatial representations are thus involved in inevitable processes of closure which fulfil a vital function by providing coherence, certainty and 'clarity' to the social sphere since they are a means of reducing social complexity. They are, in contrast to mainstream critical geopolitics reasoning, only rendered objectionable by enclosing the logics and ethics of the particular social systems take, for example, the different and sometimes contradictory spatial representations and spatial visions of the mass media, economics (e.g., network spaces), law (e.g., the territory as container), politics, art, etc.
As a consequence, one possible approach within critical geopolitics should centre on the deconstruction of the transformation of uncertainty into certainty through discourses and situations of 'closing' within a matrix of power and knowledge. It then simply observes observers. For us, 'closings' limit or cut the contingencies of the world by the particular rationalities of a particular social system. 'Closings' are only plausible and only make sense within the system's own rationality. 44 For this systems theoretical perspective to remain coherent, however, it has to refrain from making political judgements on the desirability or undesirability of certain processes of closure in the first instance -at least for as long as it situates itself within 'scientific' communication. Every criticism of politics, to put it shortly, has to be launched within the inner workings of 'political' communication or otherwise would make it necessary to 'cross a communicative boundary which would lead us into completely different system rationalities'. 45 Understanding itself as a second-order observation, i.e., an observation of the first-order observation of spatial semantics, a critical geopolitics that integrates systems theoretical insights would then operate as a separate system outside the system it observes. By conceptualising space as semantics within operationally closed systems, this approach then ties every form of space to a very restricted set of communicative contexts.
CONCLUSION
Critical geopolitics can take the credit of providing a crucial stimulus to the development of a post-positivist political geography in Germany. Especially on the empirical side, it has opened up a whole new perspective of looking at the imbrication of space, power and politics at various scale levels. Underpinning much of the German conceptual engagement with critical geopolitics is a call for research that reflects more explicitly on its theoretical foundations. The dissatisfaction with the conceptual constitution of critical geopolitics has spawned inquiry into theoretical avenues to address what is perceived as conceptual lacunae of critical geopolitics. Although some of this work has consciously shed the label of critical geopolitics, it nevertheless remains highly indebted to the core ideas of critical geopolitics.
While some elements of the critique levelled at critical geopolitics in the German context have been voiced in cognate form in Anglo-American geography, others are unique to the theoretical trajectory of German human geography and German social sciences at large. This distinctive academic embeddedness offers the chance of a conceptual reflection on the foundations of critical geopolitics from without. A critical geopolitics which is more aligned with poststructuralist and postcolonialist principles should make explicit that the negotiation of geopolitical representations must always and inevitably be incomplete and imperfect. As such, critical geopolitics becomes the basis for sensitising us for the contingency and arbitrariness of geopolitical representations and consciously acknowledges that it must occupy a position from which to render this sensitisation. A systems theoretical approach, on the other hand, alerts us to pay greater attention to the function of spatial semantics instead of concentrating on their contents.
Despite the endorsement of a renewed discussion of the conceptual assumptions, when talking about the possible avenues of the future development of critical geopolitics, we need to firmly focus on keeping critical geopolitical research relevant and attuned to the shifting vicissitudes of society. Considering what has been said before, perhaps the greatest challenge for critical geopolitics now is forging a convincing and durable link between theory and practice: a link which permits the engaging analysis of the nexus between society, space and power -the trademark of its sweeping success for the past 20 years -but which at the same time commits to a more rigorous theorising and reflection of the conceptual foundations underlying this analysis. Some of the different shapes such a link can assume are currently being explored in empirical projects in Germany and in the future will hopefully yield pertinent results to advance the project of critical geopolitics in some of the directions sketched in this article. But although the concrete shape of this link is flexible, its functioning will be crucial for the further evolution and disciplinary progress of critical geopolitics.
